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Abstract
A neologism in leisure studies, “pleasurable aerobic activity” refers to physical activities requiring effort sufficient to cause marked increase in respiration and heart rate. The concept refers to aerobic activity in the broad sense, to all activity requiring such effort, which to be sure, includes the routines pursued collectively in (narrowly conceived of) aerobics classes and those pursued individually by way of televised or video-taped programs of aerobics. As with its passive and active cousins in entertainment, pleasurable aerobic activity is basically another type of casual leisure. That is, such activity requires little more than minimal skill, knowledge, or experience. The object here is to conceptualize pleasurable aerobic activity in enough detail to focus inquiry, but at the same time, with enough open-endedness to permit and encourage effective and, it is hoped, extensive exploration. A number of examples of pleasurable aerobic activity are then presented. Pleasurable aerobic activity, when pursued regularly, holds considerable promise for helping to solve the ever-growing, worldwide problems of obesity and diseases of the circulatory system.
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Pleasurable Aerobic Activity: A Type of Casual 

Leisure with Salubrious Implications
Little has been said since its initial formulation about “active entertainment,” one of what has been up to now seven types of casual leisure. In the original conceptual statement of this form of leisure (Stebbins, 1997), I presented two types having to do with diversion, referred to as “passive” and “active” entertainment. These terms differentiate sedentary, couch-potato leisure that, for its enjoyment, requires little more than turning a dial, pressing a button, flipping a switch, and the like from entertainment that demands a significantly more active approach. In the passive type an entertainment device – radio, stereo, television set – once activated, does all that is necessary to provide the sought after diversion. In active entertainment I listed such activities as riddles, puzzles, party games, children’s games, and games of chance. To this list we can be add other activities, such as casually throwing darts, shooting pool, playing video games, and surfing the World Wide Web. A study of quadriplegics, which exemplifies still further active entertainment, found that they derived considerable pleasure from singing Karaoke (Batavia and Batavia, 2003), even though few of them, if any, could have been said to do more than dabble at this activity. Undertaken at the level of little skill, all these active diversions nonetheless require continual thought and movement if the entertainment is to proceed apace, for it has no device to otherwise ensure its continuation.


Be that as it may, my recent observations indicate that there is more to entertainment and diversion as casual leisure than just described. What has been missing in the casual leisure perspective is recognition of pleasurable aerobic activity. Concretely, what does this new type encompass that the two earlier types omitted? The principal difference separating those two from pleasurable aerobic activity is that the latter denotes physical activities that require effort sufficient to cause marked increase in respiration and heart rate. Here I am referring to “aerobic activity” in the broad sense, to all activity that calls for such effort, which to be sure, includes the routines pursued collectively in (narrowly conceived of) aerobics classes and those pursued individually by way of televised or video-taped programs of aerobics. Yet, as with its passive and active cousins in entertainment, pleasurable aerobic activity is basically casual leisure. That is, to do such activity requires little more than minimal skill, knowledge, or experience. 

The object in this short article is to conceptualize pleasurable aerobic activity in enough detail to focus inquiry, but at the same time, with enough open-endedness to permit and encourage effective and, it is hoped, extensive exploration. This conceptual statement, then, is of the same order as those written earlier on serious and casual leisure as well as project-based leisure (Stebbins, 1982; 1997; 2001; 2004). Like those statements this one is subject to continued empirical exploration, while being amenable to modification and extension as grounded data may suggest. The empirical basis for the present statement is my personal non-systematic observation of leisure in everyday life, as I have had the chance to observe it and read about it. As a source for generating hypothetical propositions and grounded theory on this subject (as opposed to being a source of data for verifying propositions), this slim foundation of data is adequate for the job. 

Examples

I have so far found the following examples and sets of examples.  They have in common -- though only for those participants who see them as leisure -- that having fun is a requirement for sticking with the activity in question. In some of the examples getting and staying in shape are also important for participants, yet for them, this goal is only possible to reach while having fun at the same time. In other examples, getting in shape is seen, if seen at all, as a minor consequence of participating in the activity; here, fun is the sole principal motive. People who engage in the activities in these examples for reasons other than leisure (e.g., strictly for fitness as a health obligation) fall beyond the scope of this article. Indeed, the problem addressed here centers on the fact that many people will avoid healthy doses of aerobic activity, unless enjoyable.

Our first example is the raison d’être of the worldwide organization known as the Hash House Harriers, which is to arrange regular sessions of a sort of human fox hunt, a noncompetitive cross-country chase of a lead runner who, with chalk, flour, or bits of paper, leaves traces of his or her itinerary. The object for participating “hashers” is to run or walk to the end of the course the leader has set, where, typically, ample quantities of beer and camaraderie await all who finish. Chin (2003) writes that “hashing” dates to 1938 when a group of British civil servants and businessmen in Kuala Lumpur formed a club to promote physical fitness through weekend runs. Today, 1,200 chapters operate in some 160 countries.


The second example is even more directly oriented to fitness. A group of researchers at the Universities of Victoria and British Columbia recently hooked up Sony PlayStation 2 systems to stationary exercise bicycles, with hope of inspiring riders to speed up their pedaling (Read, 2003). They theorized that the faster the riders pedaled, the faster their video game character would move and the better a rider’s chances of winning the game. The direction of the on-screen vehicle is controlled by turning the bicycle’s handlebars. Approximately 10 different race games work on the Sony system. The result is that exercisers who use it are diverted from the tediousness of riding a stationary bike, while being encouraged to get even more exercise than when they ride without such diversion. For this to be pleasurable aerobic activity, it must be assumed that playing the video games is done at the casual leisure level, since these exercisers, if they are having a proper workout, should be too tired to attend to a game requiring significant skill and concentration.


Treasure hunts constitute a third example. Whether children, adolescents, or adults, participants walk and sometimes run from clue to clue in search of previously hidden treasure. How much effort is expended at this partly depends, of course, on where the hunt is held. It is one thing to run about the house in search of objects and quite another to scour a forest looking for them. 

“Geocaching” is a recent variation on the treasure hunt theme. Now with participants in 111 countries, this game motivates players to hide caches and search for those hidden by other people using a Global Positioning System to find the geographic location of the “treasure” (almost anything socially respectable that can be put into a small waterproof container). Locations of the caches and their coordinates of the map, which can be anywhere in the world, are available on the website www.geocaching.com (Chavez, Courtright, and Schneider, 2004). For the most part players reach the caches they are searching for by walking to them.


The fourth example consists of a special set of activities, namely, dabbling in active sports and hobbies. Volleyball at the occasional company picnic, pick-up touch football on Saturday afternoons, and hiking or walking nature trails in parks on weekends (Dolesh, 2004, describes the health benefits of hiking) help comprise this group, as does playing catch with a ball, frisbee, or other object. “Keep away” (keeping an object from other participants) is a child’s variant of playing catch. Needless to say, to promote good health, all these activities must be engaged in at a heart rate that burns significant numbers of calories.


The fifth example is also a set, in this instance, of active children’s games (in contrast to the passive ones mentioned earlier). Children are consummate dabblers, but they are also, by propensity, active ones. Thus, ubiquitous children’s games like tag, hide-and-seek, and blind man’s buff qualify as pleasurable aerobic activity, because no significant skill is required to do them, even though at the same time, players spend much of the game on the run.


And then there are such activities as gathering the fruit of certain wild plants (e.g., raspberries, blueberries, huckleberries), which can make good casual leisure exercise. Likewise for beachcombing for those fortunate to have easy access to a seacoast. Mushrooming can be good exercise, too, but is, because of expertise needed to identify edibles, properly considered serious leisure (Stebbins, 2001), in particular, an amateur pursuit (Fine, 1998). 


Finally, note that some people fashion their own pleasurable aerobic activity, accomplished when they watch television or listen to radio while, for instance, riding a stationary bicycle or walking on a treadmill. Some runners (mainly those not experiencing the “runner’s high) have similarly conquered boredom, using recorded music piped to their headsets from a portable radio or tape or CD player. And, though much less personally directed than the first two mentioned in this paragraph, the puffing participants in elementary aerobics classes (advanced aerobics may too skilled to qualify as casual leisure), who bounce and stretch to music in the merry but weary company of like-minded souls, would seem to constitute still another example. 

But just how enjoyable for the individual is the solitary workout at home before a televised or video-taped session of aerobics? Is this casual leisure or an unpleasant health obligation? Edgely, Edgely, and Turner (1982) expose the disagreeable nature of intense aerobic activity for many people, when they analyze it as part of a quasi-religious movement fired by such virtues as discipline, self-denial, and hard work. They studied jogging.

Implications

Pleasurable aerobic activity, when pursued regularly, holds considerable promise for helping to solve the ever-growing, worldwide problems of obesity and diseases of the circulatory system. For part of that problem comes from reluctance in much of the population to exercise at beneficial levels. Exercise without some sort of sugar-coat, they complain, makes a boring and tiring pill to swallow, a most unappetizing way to stay fit and healthy. By the same token active serious leisure (e.g., certain amateur sports and hobbyist activity participation), while often no less fatiguing, also takes several years to develop the skill, knowledge, and experience needed to make it truly fulfilling. Most people, it seems, are flatly unprepared to wait this long for positive results to issue from their leisure. 


Pleasurable aerobic activity of the sort just described offers hope for the health and well-being of the children, adolescents, and adults of the world who would be attracted to it; people who would find their distaste for boring, fatiguing exercise significantly vitiated should they become consumed by the enjoyment of the entertaining part of the activity or the entertaining accompaniment to it. The challenge now, given formal recognition in this article of pleasurable aerobic activity as a new, eighth type of casual leisure, is to try to publicize the examples set out here, as well as to identify and publicize others that I have overlooked, and following Sony’s lead, to strive to invent new ones. 


Furthermore, most pleasurable aerobic activity is not undertaken on a regular basis, which alas, is precisely what is needed for healthy living. Rather, such diversion is, in the typical instance, spontaneously and sporadically organized, the three main exceptions in the present list being hashing, game-enhanced exercise cycling, and the musically inspired fitness activities. But then, as one reviewer of this article questioned, would regular, planned sessions of these activities continue to be seen as casual leisure? They might lose their appeal, becoming nonwork obligations (for health’s sake) or being abandoned because the fun has disappeared. The three exceptions just mentioned suggest that this not necessarily the outcome of regularization and planning of pleasurable aerobic activity, but it would good to experiment with some of the other kinds to see what would happen if pursued routinely. 


It is perhaps too early, given the exploratory nature of this article, for it to be a springboard for action at the areas of leisure planning, education, and counseling. But there is ample room for basic research, much of which should initially be of the open-ended, exploratory variety. I suggest three. First, all the examples presented here warrant close empirical examination to determine if they deliver the health-related benefits I have claimed for them and to determine if steady pursuit of them would vitiate their appeal as leisure. Second, we need to expand the list of examples. This is, in part, a project in participant observation, wherein the researcher, now armed with pleasurable aerobic activity as an exploratory sensitizing concept (Van den Hoonaard, 1996), looks for instances of it in everyday life. One might start by observing malls, parks, schoolyards (get permission here), and other public places where people may be engaging in aerobic activity as casual leisure. Third, all these examples need exploring for their fit with the rest of the lives of the participants. For instance, do pleasurable aerobic activities generate social worlds of the sort that Unruh (1979; 1980) has written about? What role do social networks play in leading people to discover such activities and to participate in them (Stokowski, 1994)? Are these activities a form of civil labor? A question that, if answered in the affirmative, would expand Rojek’s (2002, pp. 25-26) observation that such labor is, at bottom, serious leisure. 


Even while new data are needed along the lines just set out, leisure planners might want to think about ways to regularize some of the pleasurable aerobic activities not yet routinely available, doing so in sufficient variety to offset the seasonal limitations of many of them. For example, they might organize weekly nature walks in summer and promote as a stopgap, in those countries where winter months are harsh, game-enhanced exercise cycling or its equivalent.
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